Cities in the United States have never known the direct effects of total war. Lacking this bitter experience, Americans have had to imagine the impacts of catastrophic warfare on their urban centers. This paper examines fictional depictions of future warfare as it has been imagined to affect U.S. cities, particularly since 1945. It draws on films, short stories, and novels from the "thriller," "future war," and science fiction genres to explore common assumptions and underlying attitudes about cities and city life. It finds that cities are conspicuous by their absence from such stories of future war and its impacts. Cities most often disappear offstage in a burst of light on the horizon, allowing the plot to follow the survivors in small towns and rural settings.
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folly. 1 In turn, writers of fiction can utilize these analyses as the "factual" basis for their own work. I focus on these latter writers for convenience, as a way to define a specific question within a larger topic, but also because fiction offers the freest scope for the imagination and the greatest opportunities for unvoiced assumptions to emerge from careful reading.
The discussion draws on the work of a number of scholars who have done much of the hard work of describing and categorizing the fictions of future war and apocalypse. The essential starting place is I. E. Clarke, Voices Prophesying War, which chronicles and analyses the development of "future war" stories as a distinct fictional type from the eighteenth century to contemporary science fiction. Clarke's European orientation is supplemented by Bruce Franklin, centuries, incorporating analysis of future war fiction and science fiction in this larger frame of 5 intellectual history. As a scholar of literature, Ketterer has examined science fiction as a form of apocalyptic narrative, arguing that the essence of science fiction is to portray the undermining of old systems, assumptions, and worlds and the creation of new systems or worlds in their place.
His particular interest is the transformative character and results of the big change rather than the mechanisms (war, alien contact, extraterrestrial migration) that bring it about. 3 What I hope to add to these studies is attention to place as well as time. The literature of disaster and apocalypse is inherently structured by the arrow of time-the contrasts of before and after, cataclysm and rebirth. Within this inclusive framework, my concern is the role that cities play in American depictions of apocalyptic warfare. How have we imagined cities as the great war looms? Where are cities in the struggle for survival? Do cities help or hinder as remnant communities claw back to civilization? The essay makes no claims to completeness, for there are hundreds and hundreds of post-holocaust stories, novels, and movies, but it does try to examine influential examples and to identify dominant themes and approaches. 4 In these imagined futures, cities are most conspicuous by their absence. American writers are much more interested in envisioning the impacts of total war on small towns and rural enclaves than on cities. They prefer to extrapolate a postwar world of empty spaces and tribal communities to a future of reconstructed cities. When cities do appear in post-apocalyptic fictions, they are dangerous and deadly far more often than desirable, bearing the burden of old times rather than the hopes of the future.
One reason for this treatment is a basic problem of narrative structure. If nuclear war is likely to destroy cities, it will also destroy any characters living in those cities and thus shortcircuit the story. After the bomb, there won't be any city people to write about, only the refugees and the country people beyond the circles of death. Since Virgil wrote the story of Aeneas, 6 fictions about the effects of total war have often been tales of survivors-their ways of coping, their wanderings, their efforts to start anew.
The second reason for writing around cities rather than about them is the deeply embedded American preference for the middle landscape. 5 For more than two centuries, American culture has emphasized the value of non-urban people and places, of yeoman farmers, frontiersmen, and country towns. Even today, when 80 percent of Americans dwell in metropolitan regions, opinion polls show that we picture the small town as the most attractive place to live. American thinkers from Ralph Waldo Emerson to the present have recognized the economic and intellectual benefits of cities, but most of their fellow citizens would prefer to enjoy those benefits while living on a rural farmette or along a small town's leafy Elm Street.
Novelists and film makers can tap these feelings (which, of course, may be their own) by setting postwar stories outside the city: in suburbs beyond the blast zone, in rural enclaves, in desert hideaways, in the sheltering forest or across the broad prairies.
Because my interest is to surface shared assumptions about the role of cities the American past and future, I limit the discussion that follows, with small exceptions, to American writers and film makers who have addressed the possibility of catastrophic destruction of their ownAmerican-cities. In addition, I center my attention on the decades since 1945 as the first era in which Americans have truly feared the devastation of total war. The next section provides a short background on versions of future war from the dreadnought decades when the anticipated threats were naval bombardment and invasion. There follow sections about initial efforts to incorporate atomic weapons into fiction, about stories of short-term survival, about the use of substitute disasters as stand-ins for H-bombs, and about stories set decades and centuries after the big blowup. 
After the Bomb
With the coming of atomic weapons, the situation changed. After all, it was our bomb, at least for the first few years. Americans were not only inventors who brought atomic weapons to the world, but also literary innovators who developed many of the tropes of post-atomic fiction.
And after Nagasaki, war itself obviously had to be rethought. It had to be re-conceptualized by the professionals in war colleges and general staff offices. It also had to be re-imagined for popular track down a suicide bomber who plans to destroy the United Nations with a nuclear warhead stolen from Russia. New York traffic and sidewalk crowds to add to the tension. However, the fact that the bomb is atomic rather than conventional does not change the dramatic structure of the story itself. The contests of wit, courage, and quick action that drive suspense fiction are the same whether the threat to be averted is blackmail with a stolen nuclear weapon, the planned assassination of Charles De Gaulle, a bomb planted in a city bus, bio-terrorism, or any other source of danger.
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A third and most popular approach to fictionalizing nuclear war is to write post-war stories about survivors. These stories can begin with the run-up to war, but the characters have to be physically distant from ground zero to outlast the seconds of destruction and come through into a postwar world where they can do things-interesting, challenging, heroic, painful, and 13 sometimes clever things. They can be craven or brave, self-serving or self-sacrificing; they can reveal the sinful nature of human beings of their inherent goodness. These are, in broad terms, apocalyptic stories of ends and beginnings. Like the last book of the Bible, they contain both the destruction of an old order and the creation of new things. 14 The following sections look at these post-war stories in more detail. Some are stories of the immediate days and months after the blowup, others talk about atomic war by substituting "natural" disasters, and still others take a longer view that looks generations and centuries into the future. 15 In each case, I'm keeping watch for the depiction and role of cities in the aftertime.
The Days After
Even in stories set in the immediate aftermath of nuclear exchange, the targeted cities are off stage. They appear not as complex interweavings of people, institutions, and physical structures, but as heartstopping bursts of light on the horizon. Folks in an outlying community or district see the flash and hear their radios go dead, but they are too far away to be immediately impacted. As survivors, they have to pick up the pieces, often in the knowledge that their coping may prove to be in vain. Cities are, in effect, the villains. They share partial blame for the nuclear war itself by their very existence as tempting targets. In the days and weeks after the attack, they continue to be the source of danger from dispersing radiation, creeping epidemics, and hungry, half-mad refugees. 16 In 1950, when nuclear weapons were still fission bombs that devastated only a few dozen square miles, Judith Merril's Shadow on the Hearth focused on a suburban Westchester County housewife and her daughters as they try to deal with the aftermath of an attack on New York City.
As the mother waits for her husband to make it home, she is sometimes timid and irrational, but she slowly gains confidence and recognizes the strength of her older teenage daughter. The novel deals realistically with issues of food, water, and fallout. It also makes the neighborhood a political battleground between authoritarian civil defense workers and postwar progressives represented by the high school science teacher and local doctor. The ending is reasonably upbeat. 17 Ray Bradbury's short story "There Will Come Soft Rains," also appearing in 1950, was an elegy rather than a survival story. The time is 2026, the setting an automated house in suburban California, the only one left (inexplicably) standing after the nuclear war. Off in the distance are the glowing ruins of the city. Here, however, the house still functions. The household robots and automated systems cook breakfast, wash the dishes, dispose of uneaten food, sweep the carpets, water the garden, set out cocktails, and control the lights. The residents of the house are remembered by their menu preferences, their taste in poetry, and the west facade of the house, which was "black, save for five places. Here the silhouette in paint of a man mowing a lawn.
Here, as in a photograph, a woman bent to pick flowers. Still further over, their images burned on wood in one titanic instant, a small boy, hands flung into the air higher up, the image of a thrown ball, and opposite him a girl, hand raised to catch a ball which never came down. The five spots of paint-the man, the woman, the children, the ball-remained. The rest was a thin charcoaled 
Substitute bombs
A problem of fusion bombs and their modern delivery systems, from a writer's point of view, is that they compress space and time in a truly post-modern way. The enemy's targeting decisions are unknowable to the victims, and therefore arbitrary. The nuclear warhead comes from nowhere we can see (from above via an ICBM) and arrives nearly instantly. When earlier writers imagined pre-nuclear wars, they could realistically take time for anticipation and preparations, detail the advance of the Germans or Martians, describe defensive efforts, retreats, the rallying of the defenders, and finally the secret superweapon or lowly microbe to set things right again. All of this fascinating military point and counterpoint disappears in a nuclear exchange, where the war is over in minutes.
If the thermonuclear warhead is translated into a natural catastrophe, however, there is room for a plot. The problem may be triggered by human error or folly, or it may simply happen.
Disaster can build as slowly or rapidly as the author wishes. We therefore have all manner of earthquakes, ice ages, tidal waves and rising oceans, mutated ants and ravenous plants, plagues, superstorms, meteors, an itinerant planet that eats the moon and perturbs the tides, and monsters awakened from the deep by nuclear explosions. Plus we've had more than a century to worry about extraterrestrial invaders, from the War of the Worlds (1898) to recent special-effects films like Independence Day (1996). In every case, the story can follow the classic suspense-adventure plot. The threat appears, expands, overcomes initial efforts to fight back, may be fended off, reappears, overwhelms, destroys everyone or leaves a remnant to rebuild. If the threat is Godzilla, King of Monsters, it can even reappear in sequels. 24 Although some of these depictions of deadly futures have emerged directly from worries about human impacts on the natural environment, it is clear that most of them are indeed surrogate war stories. 25 The doomsday story appeared long before atomic warfare. Warren Wagar has accumulated many early twentieth century examples of survivors clawing back toward civilization after earthquakes, encounters with watery nebulae, rampant epidemics, and the like. A notable American example is Jack London's 1912 novella The Scarlet Plague, in which a survivor in the year 2073 recounts how the plague of 2013 swept from city to city and city to countryside, killing eight billion and leaving remnant tribes to roam the ruins of San Francisco. 26 However, the possibility of atomic warfare gave new life to old tales about scarlet plagues and purple rain. 27 Simply compare a depiction of Manhattan as victim of a meteor, taken from Willy Ley's The
Conquest of Space (1949), with visual renderings of the impact of atomic weapons-it's the same disaster, no matter its origins. 28 If you hear that one of these disasters is coming, LEAVE TOWN! Cities are vulnerable.
They're custom-made for spreading disease. Let the forces of social order and discipline weaken, and country folk will presumably go on behaving like solid citizens, but urbanites will turn into a 
The Long Tomorrow
In the long tomorrow, decades and centuries after the Flame Deluge, the great central valley of North America will nourish a horse culture of nomads, raiders, and empire-builders who blend the power of Genghis Khan with the fierce independence of plains Indians. Market agriculture will have revived in the river valleys, although not at a scale to support real cities.
Guardians of knowledge will live quietly in the hills and deserts. And in the far distance will loom the dangerous, haunted shells of ancient cities. Indeed, somewhere out there is often a wildcard-long-ruined cities that may be sources of danger, troves of knowledge, or-most likely-some of each. The young protagonists in the low budget 1971 film Glen and Randa leave their rural enclave of survivors to search out "Metropolis," which Glen knows from comic books. Their journey takes them past relics of the former world-a motel that they ransack for canned goods, the carcass of an automobile strangely deposited in a tree. Randa dies in childbirth but Glen carries on the search.
Glen may be happy that he doesn't reach Metropolis, for American writers imagine the cities of the various long tomorrows in ways that reflect our persistent American ambiguity about the merits of cities and city life. We have long know that cities are engines of prosperity as efficient centers of exchange. We also know that the juxtaposition of different people and activities nurtures creative thought-that ideas come out of Athens and not Boeotia, from Florence and not an Apennine village, from New York and Chicago rather than Gopher Prairie.
Nevertheless, we fear cities as settings that corrupt youth, cater to sin, give birth to the mob, and undermine a political system designed for independent farmers. Throughout post-holocaust stories, cities play these contradictory roles: They are mythical places of knowledge and repositories of learning and valuable artifacts, but they are also dangerous. They may still be radioactive. They may be filled with mutants and monsters. Even their knowledge itself may be dangerous, an idea which goes as far back as Nathaniel Hawthorne's story "The New Adam and where the city is an anarchic prison colony. We love the wild and the half-wild more than the settled community, the frontiersman more than the New England town builder, Blood more than Quilla June.
By and large, cities die off the stage, and news of their passing comes from afar. In nearfuture stories a terrible light in the sky announces the end of Boston or San Francisco or Tampa.
When an author posits a limited nuclear war with survivors, little loving care is lavished on urban reconstruction. The most detailed examples, such as Philip Wylie's Tomorrow, describe old crowded cities rebuilt for the better in full suburban style as long low buildings in seas of roads, grass, and parking. 42 The new Green Prairie won't really be a nasty city, but something quieter, milder, and nicer.
These are not stories that revel in the aesthetics of destruction. 43 Instead, by worrying and working through the mechanics of survival, they offer a halfway escape from confronting the full horrors of mass death.
We can also read these fictions as part of a larger flight from modernity and its cultural pressures. Taking Lewis Mumford's indictment of necropolis and his prescription for population dispersal quite literally, most writers who imagine the world after the big blowup look to the small town and the open land for the promise of a different and better future. As Martha Bartter has pointed out, the destruction of cities in some cases is presented as an ultimate benefit that opens opportunities for renewal and improvement by returning society its rural roots. 44 
